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Last week Costa Rican President Oscar Arias said his peace plan might be in trouble, and foreign
diplomats agreed. The president said he is "deeply worried" that no agreement on the plan will
emerge from the Central American summit scheduled to begin June 25 in Esquipulas, Guatemala.
If the plan is not signed soon, said Arias, it would effectively be killed. "When you read all the
support my proposal has received, it worries me. At the beginning, Contadora also received the
same support," he said. "No one is willing to confront my proposal directly, to say what changes
they want and then to sign." He quoted Oscar Wilde's observations that brave men kill with a
sword, but "the coward does it with a kiss," he said in an interview with NEW YORK TIMES
correspondent Stephen Kinzer. Arias did not say what countries were blocking acceptance. Under
the proposal, an immediate cease-fire would be required in Central America. All foreign military
assistance to rebel groups would end, and countries in the region would be forbidden to allow the
use of their territory for attacks on neighboring states. Because this would mean ending US aid
to the contras, some US officials do not support the plan in its present form. The plan would also
require each Central American country to open talks with its domestic opposition, end restrictions
on press freedom and allow open elections monitored by international organizations. This week
presidential envoy to Central America, Philip Habib, is touring the region, excluding Nicaragua,
to discuss US concerns with the Costa Rican plan. "Habib's message basically is that we like the
Arias plan, but it's got to be changed a lot," a US official said. "The fear is that the plan would let
the Sandinistas off the hook by cutting off the contras on day one, while the Sandinistas wouldn't
have to do anything until later." The US has demanded that any cease-fire should be the product
of talks between the Sandinistas and the contras. The Sandinistas vow they will never join such
talks. Washington has also suggested that the ban on outside aid to rebel forces be accompanied
by a ban or near-ban on military aid to governments. This would cut the Sandinistas off from their
military suppliers in the Soviet bloc. (Editor's note: A suggestion of this type from Washington is
apparently a maneuver to ensure Nicaraguan resistance to the Costa Rican initiative. A ban on
military aid to governments would also require the United States to terminate billions of dollars of
aid to the governments of Honduras, and El Salvador, and to a lesser extent, Guatemala and Costa
Rica.) A diplomat familiar with the US position said, "The security side is left too unstructured by
Arias, and the democracy side is too favorable to the Sandinistas." A spokesman for the US Embassy
in Costa Rica said Washington supported the Arias plan, but viewed it as "basically an outline"
which interested countries could "study and improve upon." In a recent interview, Nicaraguan Vice
President Sergio Ramirez said that at the meeting in Esquipulas, Nicaragua would present its views
or perhaps even an entirely new proposal. In a separate interview, Interior Minister Tomas Borge
said that if the contra war ended, his government would lift the state of emergency that restricted
press freedom and other liberties. But he said this would be an exclusively Nicaraguan decision
and could not be required by any treaty because it was an internal matter. In interviews with the
NEW YORK TIMES last week several US diplomats expressed fear that if Nicaragua agreed to sign
the Arias proposal, the principal US military allies in the region, Honduras and El Salvador, would
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be put in an extremely awkward position. They might be the only countries in the region to reject
it, giving the appearance that they are blocking peace. "The ultimate nightmare in Washington is
that our bloc could be split as a result of the Esquipulas talks," one diplomat said. "It would be a
disaster for us if Nicaragua just said, `O.K., we'll take the plan just as it is written.' Costa Rica would
naturally sign, and probably Guatemala also." As of April 25, Arias said that no country had yet
informed him of specific objections to his plan. He conceded that his plan was concentrated on
political rather than military steps toward peace, but he said critics who say such a plan cannot be
successful "see a tree but do not see the forest." (NEW YORK TIMES, 04/26/87) At an April 27 press
conference, following a private meeting with Habib in San Jose, Arias reiterated his concerns. He
said, "It will be very difficult for us to reach a peace agreement" at the June summit. The Costa Rican
leader stated that he is prepared to incorporate revisions into his plan, but that he is not willing
to make "major changes." Arias said that he and Habib had discussed the possibility of failure to
reach an agreement on his peace proposal at the summit meeting. On the same day, Habib told
reporters that the White House supports the initiative. In response to a question about excluding
Nicaragua from his tours of the region, he said, "There is nothing to talk about with Nicaragua,"
adding that he will visit the presidents of Costa Rica, Honduras, El Salvador and Guatemala again
before the meeting in Esquipulas. (PRENSA LATINA, 04/28/87) As reported by Cuban news agency
PRENSA LATINA (04/24/87), on April 23 the foreign ministers of the four US allies in the region met
in Guatemala City to discuss the pros and cons of supporting the Arias peace plan. Hours before
this meeting, the Costa Rican government announced it would send an official delegation headed
by Foreign Minister Rodrigo Madrigal the following week to Washington to discuss the peace plan
with State Department officials. Local journalists indicated that the discussions in Guatemala City
did not proceed "smoothly." Salvadoran Foreign Minister Ricardo Acevedo reportedly introduced
a revamped proposal previously introduced by his government within the Contadora negotiations
framework. This proposal called for simultaneous and multilateral adherence to peace treaty
requirements, stringent verification and control measures, and specified deadlines.

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 2

